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RECENT  RESEARCH  ON  THE  MARKETING  OF  SWEETPOTATO  FLAKES  l/ 


Instant  sweetpotato  flakes,  a  recently 
developed  product,  have  several  char- 
acteristics that  are  expected  to  increase 
the  market  for  sweetpotatoes:  (1)  Sweet- 
potato  flakes  can  be  made  from  sweet- 
potatoes  that  are  unsuitable  for  marketing 
freshor  for  canning  because  of  appearance, 
size,  or  shape  rather  than  lack  of  so'und- 
ness  or  nutritive  value»  A  substantial  part 
of  the  production  frequently  is  of  this  con- 
dition, (2)  The  product  requires  little 
preparation  before  serving.  (3)  Trans- 
portation and  handling  costs  are  lower 
for  flakes  than  for  fresh  or  canned  sweet- 
potatoes  because  of  differences  in  weight 
and  bulko  (4)  Fresh  sweetpotatoes  are 
highly  perishable,  a  characteristic  not 
shared  by  sweetpotato  flakes,  Tj  Also, 
fresh  flavor  retention  by  the  flakes  is 
considered  superior  to  that  of  other  pre- 
sently available  processed  forms  of  sweet- 
potatoes. 


Introduction  into  the  household  market 
was  delayed  because  of  technical  problenns 
in  packaging  sweetpotato  flakes  ina4-to-6 
serving  flexible  pouch.  Many  in  the  food 
industry  could  foresee  no  success  for  the 
product  if  it  was  packed  in  tin  cans,  A 
glass  jar  could  naeet  the  necessary  tech- 
nical requirements,  but  many  felt  that  it  did 
not  fit  the  consumer's  image  of  instant  food 
in  a  flexible  pouch  enclosed  in  a  paper 
box.  It  was  considered' desirable  to  test* 
market  sweetpotato  flakes  in  tin  cans, 
glass  jars,  and  flexible  pouches  in  paper 
boxes  for  two  reasons:  To  determine  the 
type  of  package  which  offers  the  best 
potential,  and  to  measure  how  much  cus- 
tomers might  discriminate  aginst  jars  and 
cans  in  favor  of  a  paper  box  with  a 
flexible  pouch  insert  in  selecting  sweet- 
potato flakes. 


An  institutional  market  test  showed 
highly  favorable  reactions  to  instant  sweet- 
potato flakes  by  restaurant  operators 
and  chefs.  3/  The  test  showed  a  good 
potential  for  the  product  inthe  institutional 
market.  To  build  a  large  market  for  the 
product,  however,  sales  to  household  con- 
suniers  naust  be  greatly  expanded.  The 
Economic  Research  Service  initiatedpre- 
liminary  research  to  assess  the  retail 
nxarket    potential  for  the   new  product.  4/ 


Small-scale  or  micro-test  experiments, 
relatively  new  inmarketing  research,  have 
been  used  in  testing  new  products  by  com- 
mercial research  firms  with  apparently 
satisfactory  results.  Such  tests  in  a 
simulated  supermarket,  followed  by  tests 
in  several  retail  stores,  were  conducted 
in  the  summer  and  fall  of  1963.  5^/  These 
small-scale  test  should  not  be  considered 
conclusive  but  only  as  indicative  of  what 
may  occur  when  sweetpotato  flakes  in 
different  types  of  packages  are  introduced 
commercially, 

1/  Prepared  by  H,  W.  Kerr  and  O.  C.  Hester,  agricultural  economists.  Marketing 
Economics  Divison,  Economic  Research  Service,  USDA, 

2/  The  Southern  Utilization  Research  Division  of  the  Agricultural  Research 
Service  developed  this  product.  Technical  details  are  given  in  the  following  pub- 
lication, Deobald,  Harold  J,,  McLemore,  Taylor  A,,  McFarlane,  Vernon  H,,  and 
others.  Precooked  Dehydrated  Sweetpotato  Flakes,  UoS,  Agricultural  Research  Ser- 
vice. ARS  72-23,  February  1962. 

_3/  Dwoskin,  Po  B,,  Hester,  Oo  C,  Kerr,  H,  W,  Jr.,  and  Bayton,  J,  A,,  Market 
Test  of  Instant  Sweetpotatoes  in  Selected  Institutional  Outlets,  MRR  580,  Economic 
Research  Service,  January  1963, 

4/  The  several  phases  of  market  assessments  were  incooperation  with  the  following 
agencies:  The  Louisiana  Sweetpotato  Commission;  Louisiana  State  Department  of 
Agriculture;  Louisiana  Agricultural  Experiment  Station;  Universal  Foods,  Inc., 
Milwaukee,  Wis,;  Continental  Can  Co.,  Chicago,  111,;  Owens-Illinois  Co,,  New  Orleans, 
Laoi  Lengsfield  Bros.,  New  Orleans,  La.;  and  the  Southern  Utilization  Research  and 
Development  Division,  Agricultural  Research  Service, 

_5/  Universal  Marketing  Research,  Inc,  New  York,  N.Y,,  carried  out  the  simulated 
supermarket  test,     USDA  personnel  were  in  charge  of  the  retail  store  test. 


-28- 


The  Simulated  Supermarket  Test 

Five  ounces  of  sweetpotato  flakes,  ap- 
proximately 4  to  6  servings,  were  packaged 
in  tin  cans,  glass  jars,  and  in  two  flexible 
pouches  fitted  ina  box*  The  same  label  was 
used  on  each  type  of  package  with  some 
adaptation  to  fit  the  container.  The  label, 
designed  by  the  Louisiana  Sweetpotato 
Commission  for  the  test,  was  printed  in 
flat  color  without  pictures  or  recipes  and 
carried  simple  instructions  for  reconsti- 
tutiono 

The  purpose  of  the  first  part  of  the 
experiment  was  to  observe  the  selection 
of  sweetpotato  flakes  in  a  simulated  super- 
market in  a  mobile  2- room  trailer  parked 
in   a  shopping  center  on  Long  Island,  NoYo 

The  first  room  in  the  trailer  was  used 
to  display  instant  white  potato  flakes, 
canned  sweetpotatoes,  and  instant  sweet- 
potato flake  So  The  type  of  packaging  for 
the  sweetpotato  flakes  in  the  display  was 
rotated  throughout  the  test  period.  Each 
shopper  was  allowed  to  select  one  product 
from  the  display. 

Of  the  218  shoppers  who  participated 
in  the  test  in  the  first  room,  9  percent 
selected  sweetpotato  flakes,  45  percent 
selected  white  potato  flakes,  and 46  percent 
selected  canned  sweetpotatoes.  Among 
those  who  selected  sweetpotato  flakes,  50 
percent  selected  the  glass  jar,  28  percent 
selected  the  tin  can,  and  22  percent  se- 
lected the  paper  box. 

After  this  selection,  the  shoppers  were 
guided  to  a  second  room  where  those 
initially  selecting  sweetpotato  flakes  could 
switch  to  another  type  package  of  sweet- 
potato flakes.  Those  selecting  white 
potato  flakes  or  canned  sweetpotatoes  in 
the  first  room  were  given  an  opportunity 
to  switch  to  sweetpotato  flakes  in  any 
type  of  container. 

In  the  second  roona,  30  percent  of  the 
shoppers  who  had  initially  selected  canned 
sweetpotatoes  and  41  percent  of  those  who 
had  selected  white  potato  flakes  switched 
to  sweetpotato  flakes.  Of  the  71  shoppers 
who    switched,    59   percent    chose  the   jar. 


21  percent  the  box,  and  20  percent  the 
can.  When  those  who  had  initially  selected 
sweetpotato  flakes  were  given  the  oppor- 
tunity to  select  a  different  type  of  package, 
the  majority  who  originally  chose  the  box 
or  can  switched  to  a  jar.  Those  who 
initially     selected    a    jar    did    not    switch. 

The  results  of  the  simulated  super- 
market test  indicated,  among  other  things, 
that  the  glass  container  had  the  greatest 
impulse  appeal.  Also,  the  impulse  choice 
was  strongly  maintained  even  when  other 
package  types  were  offered  in  exchange. 
And  the  low  incidence  of  initial  choice 
of  sweetpotato  flakes  connpared  to  com- 
nn.ercially  established  products  pointed  out 
the  need  for  a  strong  introductory  pro- 
motion program. 


Actual  Supermarket  Test 

The  second  phase  of  the  test  was  con- 
ducted in  5  supermarkets  of  a  regional 
chain  in  Baltimore,  Md,  The  purpose  of 
this  phase  was  to  test  the  findings  of  the 
mobile  trailer  experiment  in  an  actual 
sales  situation.  The  specific  objectives 
were  to  determine  (1)  the  type  container 
which  induced  the  highest  rate  of  sales, 
(2)  the  effect  of  a  price  differential  to 
reflect  actual  differences  in  packaging 
costs,  and  (3)  the  effect  of  various  instore 
promotional  techniques  on  sales  of  the 
product.  Testing     begain    the    weekend 

shopping  period  of  November  7  and  con- 
tinued through  the  third  weekend  period  in 
December  1963,  This  time  period  allowed 
for  rotation  in  the  supermarkets  of  care= 
fully  controlled  experiments  for  measuring 
the  effect  of  such  variables  as  price,  size 
of  display,  and  special  displays  onthe  sale 
of   sweetpotato    flakes    in  3  package  types. 

Experimental  procedures, --Two  types 
of  containers  were  displayed  simultane- 
ously in  each  of  the  5  stores.  Shelf 
locations  were  naaintained  as  nearly  alike 
as  possible,  as  were  the  number  of  rows 
and  facings  of  each  test  product.  In  3 
stores,  all  containers  were  priced  at 
35  cents,  and  in  2  stores  the  can  was 
priced  at  33  cents  and  the  jar  and  box 
at     35     cents.  The    2- cent    differential 
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represents  a  fairly  close  approximation 
of  the  actual  difference  in  commercial 
cost  of  the  tin  can  and  the  other  2  types 
of  containerSo 

To  stimulate  purchases,  shoppers  were 
given  booklets  containing  recipes  devel- 
oped specifically  for  sweetpotato  flakes 
and  coupons  redeemable  at  the  cash  regis- 
ter for  10  cents  off  on  any  purchase  of 
sweetpotato  flakeso  These  incentives  were 
distributed  in  alltest  stores  by  demonstra- 
tors hired  by  the  Louisiana  Sweetpotato 
Commission.,  Demonstrators  handed  the 
coupons  only  to  shoppers  who  passed 
through  the  aisle  where  sweetpotato  flakes 
were  displayed.  Distribution  was  between 
the  hours  of  4:30  p„mo  and  8:30  pom„  on 
Thursday  and  Friday  and  10  aomo  and 
2  p.m.  on  Saturdayo  These  time  periods 
were  chosen  because  the  maximum  in- 
store  customer  traffic  was  during  these 
hourSo  (According  to  the  store  man- 
agement, 60  percent  of  the  total  daily 
customer  traffic  was  during  these  hours,) 

Hourly  shelf  audits  were  taken  of  all 
packages  of  sweetpotato  flakes  in  each 
of  the  5  stores.  Shelf  displays  of  the 
test  product  were  replenished  before  each 
hourly  test  period  and  also  at  the  beginning 
or  end  of  each  test  day.  In  addition,  the 
demonstrator  in  each  store  recorded  the 
niimber  of  coupons  distributed  each  hour. 
The  demonstrator  also  recorded  the  num- 
ber of  custonaers  who  refused  the  coupon 
and  the  total  number  of  customers  who 
passed  by  the  display  each  hour.  (In 
some  stores,  the  latter  was  not  possible 
to  obtain  for  each  hourly  period.) 


Test  Results 

During  the  November  7-9  period,  1,375 
coupons  were  distributed  in  the  5  stores 
and  507  customers  redeemedtheir  coupons 
towards  purchases  of  sweetpotato  flakes. 
The  coupon  redemption  rate  was  37  per- 
cent. 


shopped  in  the  test  stores  during  the  3 
days  of  the  experiment.  Assviming  that 
the  previously  mentioned  60  percent  of 
the  customers  were  in  the  test  stores 
during  the  12  hours  of  the  experiment, 
about  16,000  customers  could  have  been 
exposed  to  displays  of  sweetpotato  flakes 
in  3  different  container  types.  Thus, 
the  507  purchases  represented  a  little 
more  than  3  percent  of  the  estimated 
16,000  customers.  However,  it  cannot 
be  ass\imed  that  all  of  the  customers 
had  an  opportunity  to  purchase  sweet- 
potato flakes;  many  may  not  have  passed 
through  the  aisle  where  the  sweetpotato 
flakes  were  displayed.  Based  on  cus- 
tomer counts  by  demonstrators,  an  es- 
timated 14  percent  of  the  customers  in 
the  test  stores  were  exposed  to  the  new 
product    and    almost    a    fourth    bought    it. 

Sales  of  sweetpotato  flakes  by  type  of 
container   for  each  store  were  as  follows: 

Store   1  can-39  percent     box-6l   percent 

Store  2  can-  8  percent     jar-92  percent 

Store  3  jar-59  percent     box-'4-l  percent 

6/ Store  ^  can-4^  percent  ■  box-56  percent 

6/Store  5  can-   9  percent     jar-91  percent 

Examining  the  sales  data  of  each  store, 
we  note  the  following:  (1 )  In  every  instance 
where  the  glass  jar  was  offered  in  compe- 
tition with  the  can  or  box,  the  greater 
sales  response  was  for  the  glass  jar.  This 
occurred  even  when  the  price  of  the  can 
was  reduced  2  cents.  Sales  of  sweet- 
potato flakes  in  glass  jars  were  approxi- 
mately 10  times  those  in  cans,  with  or 
without  the  application  of  the  2-cent  price 
reduction.  The  significance  of  this  finding 
is  reinforced  by  the  similarity  of  results 
in  the  independently  conducted  mobile 
trailer  test,  (2)  Sales  response  to  the 
box  in  conapetition  with  the  can,  at  a 
similar  price,  was  at  a  ratio  of  slightly 
more  than  3  to  2.  When  the  box  was  sold 
in  competition  with  the  can  at  2  cents  less, 
sales  response  to  the  box  was  reduced  to 
a  ratio  of  approximately  11  to  9. 


On  the   basis   of  the   number   of   check-  Frona  observations  made  inthe  stores,  it 

outs,  it  was  estimated  that  26,000  persons        seenn.s    that    when    the  jar   was    displayed 


6^/    Stores     at    ^which    the   price   of   sweetpotato    flakes    in  cans  was  33  cents,  2  cents 
lower  than  those  in  other  containers. 
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beside  the  can,  and  to  a  lesser  extent 
the  box,  shoppers  did  not  notice  the  other 
container.  Part  of  the  greater  attraction 
of  the  5-ounce  glass  jar  naay  be  explained 
by  its  larger  size  relative  to  the  can. 
But  in  large  measure,  the  popularity  of 
the  glass  jar  was  due  to  the  fact  that 
potential  buyers  liked  to  see  the  new 
product.  The  storage  feature  of  the 
jar-=part  of  the  contents  could  be  used 
and  the  remainder  stored  until  needed-- 
also  was  considered  a  plus  factor. 

The  box  with  2  pouches  seemed  to  be 
popular  with  single  persons  and  2-mem.ber 
families.  Easier  portion  control  with  the 
2  pouches  than  withthe  canor  jar  appeared 
to    be    the   rationale   for  this   preference. 

Following  the  first  intensive  3-day  cou- 
pon promotion,  a  different  form  of  mer- 
chandising and  pricing  was  tried  in  subse- 
quent weekend  shopping  periods.  In  2 
stores  a  coupon  worth  10  cents  off  the 
market  price  was  attachedto  eachpackage. 
In  3  stores  all  packages  were  priced  at  29 
cents  and  the  following  week  at  2  for  49 
cents.  Equal  volumes  of  sweetpotato  flakes 
were  sold  at  29  cents  and  at  2  for  49  cents. 
Fewer  individual  purchases  were  made  at 
the  latter  price,  however,  in  sonae  stores, 
instore  promotions  such  as  varying  dis- 
play size  and  "dump"  and  formal  end- 
of-aisle  special  displays  were  used.  The 
best  responses  were  to  the  "dump"  and 
formal  end-of-aisle  displays.  Sales  of 
the  test  products  were  substantially  higher 
in  those  stores  in  which  these  techniques 
were  used. 


Implication  of  Results  and  Some  Tentative 
Conslusions 

In  all  phases  of  the  test,  consumers 
rated  glass  jars  higher  than  the  box  with 
2  pouches  or  the  tin  can.  In  fact,  the 
overwhelming  preference  for  the  glass  jar 


may  even  indicate  a  basic  change  in  con- 
sumer package  preference..  The  desire  of 
the  food  shopper  to  see  a  new  product  may 
be  of  more  importance  then  heretofore 
thought.  Of  course,  part  of  the  strong 
preference  for  glass  could  have  been 
partially  overcome  by  the  use  of  an  at- 
tractive carton  showing  a  picture  of  flakes. 
Regardless  of  package  type,  recipe  infor- 
mation on  the  package  also  will  be  of 
importance  in  introducing  this  product, 
since  the  consumers*  decision  to  buy  was 
predicated  in  part  on  knowledge  of  the 
product's  convenience  and  versatility. 

The  convenience  of  instant  sweetpotato 
flakes  appears  to  be  their  strongest  selling 
point.  Another  is  their  versatility;  they  can 
be  made  into  several  different  types  of 
dishes,  ij  At  first  glance,  many  shoppers 
seemed  to  visualize  sweetpotato  flakes 
only  in  the  form  of  mashed  sweetpotatoes. 
The  recipe  booklet  and  informal  talks  by 
the  demonstrator  helped  make  shoppers 
aware  that  the  product  could  be  used  in 
casserole  dishes,  as  pies,  and  even  that  a 
form  of  candied  sweetpotatoes  could  be 
prepared.  Because  consunaers  most  fre- 
quently prepare  sweetpotatoes  in  candied 
form,  this  last  point  should  be  emphasized 
when  the  product  is  packaged  for  com- 
merical  distribution  in  retail  food  outlets. 

The  test  also  indicated  that  some  kind  of 
instore  promotion  or  special  display  is 
desirable.  Price  reductions  did  not  seem 
to  materially  affect  sales  in  the  short  run 
compared  to  other  promotional  devices 
used  in  the  test.  If  the  product  is  priced 
at  a  level  competitive  with  other  forms  of 
sweetpotatoes,  pricing  should  not  be  a 
problem. 

Finally,  it  appears  that  this  new  form  of 
sweetpotatoes  attracts  new  household 
users  rather  than  established  users  of 
other  forms  of  sweetpotatoes.  Spot-check 
examinations     during    the    testing    period 


IJ  The  importance  of  these  attributes  is  reinforced  by  the  findings  published  in  a 
recent  research  report.  Household  Consumers'  Acceptance  of  Instant  Sweetpotato 
Flakes,  JVLRR  663,  Statistical  Reporting  Service,  U.S.  Department  of  Agriculture, 
July  1964, 
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indicated     that     the     sale    of    sweetpotato  the    managers    of  the  test    supermarkets, 

flakes    had   little   or   no    adverse    effect  on  This     is     important    to     sweetpotato    pro- 

the  sale  of  fresh  and  canned  sweetpotatoes,  ducers,    since    it  points  toward  potentially 

These    observations    were    confirmed    by  increased    total   sales    for    sweetpotatoes. 
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